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Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez has begun making Cabinet changes and taking other steps
aimed at building bridges with the opposition, which has shown little receptivity to his efforts.
Meanwhile, more evidence is implicating the US in the failed attempt on April 11 to oust Chavez.
On April 28, Chavez named Jose Vicente Rangel as vice president. Rangel, who had been defense
minister, will replace Diosdado Cabello, who will remain in the Cabinet in another job, the president
said. Chavez said this was the first of a series of Cabinet changes. Some people close to Chavez say
Rangel is the only person who has the president's complete trust to act independently in building
alliances and dialogue with the opposition and other sectors of society. Rangel is described as
approachable, open to dialogue, and able to establish political ties with opponents.
"He covers all the weak flanks," said Movimiento V Republica (MVR) legislator Calixto Ortega. "He
has broad knowledge of the military, strong ties with civil society, community groups, and political
parties, good relations with agents outside of power, while being valued by the Chavistas."
Chavez also appointed Ali Rodriguez Araque to head Petroleos de Venezuela (PDVSA). Rodriguez
was secretary general of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). Several new
board members were also named. "We have to analyze the errors made by both sides...but there
is political willingness to resolve the problems, and there will be no retaliations," Rodriguez said,
adding that 23 company executives fired or sent into early retirement by Chavez will be rehired (see
NotiSur, 2002-03-22, 2002-04-12). "This board is a very good sign," said Horacio Medina, one of the
leaders of the dissident executives. "Our objections have been heard and meritocracy respected."
On April 25, Chavez met with Cardinals Baltasar Porras, Jose Luis Azuaje, and Ignacio Velasco,
archbishop of Caracas. The prelates said the most pressing needs in Venezuela today are dialogue,
peace, and "strict respect for human rights." Grassroots groups have criticized Velasco because on
April 12 he witnessed the act by which Pedro Carmona ordered the dissolution of parliament and
the Supreme Court.
Chavez set up a commission (Comision del Dialogo Nacional) to improve relations with his political
opponents, while warning that some were still seeking his ouster. "We must acknowledge that there
are still disruptive elements," Chavez said after convening the panel of economists, business people,
labor leaders, journalists, and church leaders. "There are actors still seeking an unconstitutional
way" of deposing the government. Most opposition parties have dismissed Chavez's conciliatory
gestures. Some deputies say they will sponsor legislation to amend the Constitution to shorten the
presidential term and convoke elections as soon as December.

Investigations examine recent violence
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One of the main tasks in the wake of the failed attempt to oust Chavez will be determining who was
responsible for the more than 40 deaths that occurred between April 11 and April 14. Chavez sent a
letter to Attorney General Isaias Rodriguez on April 22 ordering an inquiry into the killings. He said
he would cooperate fully with the investigation. "Those responsible for the deaths of Venezuelans,
wherever they are, must be identified and punished with the full force of the law," Chavez said in
the letter. "I request, Mr. Attorney-General, that you open and pursue the most exhaustive and
impartial investigation."
On April 23, the Asamblea Nacional (AN) set up a truth commission (Comision de la Verdad) to
support and monitor government investigations into the violence. The nine-member panel will
include three legislators and representatives of human rights organizations, people from the public
and private universities, and church representatives. One aspect of the investigations will be the role
of military and police agencies in the violence.
On April 24, a reporter released an audiotape on which Chavez is heard ordering the military to
implement Plan Avila, an emergency security plan that sends troops and tanks into the streets.
The opposition claims the tape backs their charge that Chavez ordered the military to fire on
civilians, which was then used by dissident military to justify the short-lived coup. Gen. Lucas
Rincon defended Chavez's order, saying Plan Avila "isn't to mistreat and repress the population.
No, it's to guarantee security." He said the operation is designed to respond to situations of public
chaos. When the president decided to implement the plan, he said, there were "strong indications
that a coup attempt" was underway. Chavez said he activated the plan because police and national
guards were overwhelmed trying to prevent opposition marchers from clashing with government
supporters.
On the night of April 11, local television stations repeatedly showed edited footage of Chavez
supporters on a bridge supposedly firing at unarmed civilian anti-Chavez demonstrators (see
NotiSur, 2000-04-19). New evidence seems to indicate that the men on the bridge were exchanging
gunfire with other armed people. The evidence suggests that many people were firing weapons
uniformed and civilian, pro- and anti-Chavez.
In a fuller version of the tape, the men on the bridge appear to be exchanging shots with others
a block away at a hotel. One of the men on the bridge, who remains at large, said in a telephone
interview that people from the hotel and on the street shot toward the bridge, prompting those on
the bridge to shoot back. Interviews with investigators, police officers, and witnesses suggest that
a gunfight took place across three blocks of a street crowded with unarmed protesters. At the same
time, sharpshooters fired down from at least three tall buildings, hitting most victims in the head
and upper body.
"There were people who knew how to shoot long-range weapons," said one investigator. "It is not
easy to fire from 50 to 100 meters and hit someone in the head." To date, three civilians have been
arrested in connection with the violence, the Chavez supporters who were videotaped firing from
the bridge.
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On April 25, the Tribunal Supremo de Justicia (TSJ) granted four military officers involved in the
attempted coup conditional liberty. The men, who had been under house arrest, were former head
of the army Gen. Efrain Vasquez Velasco, Vice Adm. Hector Ramirez Perez; Rear Adm. Daniel
Comisso Urdaneta, and Brig. Gen. Pedro Pereira. The four may not leave the Caracas area without
TSJ permission, must register in court once a week, and may not take part in political activities. The
TSJ maintained the house arrest for retired Rear Adm. Carlos Molina Tamayo.
Ten Venezuelan military who fled to the Bolivian Embassy in Caracas after the coup failed have
gone to a third country, a Bolivian government official said, but the official did not say to which
country they had gone. Two Venezuelan businessmen allegedly involved in the coup attempt have
sought refuge in Miami because they fear retaliation, friends said. Isaac Perez Recao, 32, identified
in Venezuelan media reports as a key financial and political backer of efforts to topple Chavez, and
Roberto Carmona Borjas, 35, who helped draft some of the decrees issued by Carmona, are both in
the Miami area.

Questions about US role continue
Evidence suggests that the US had a hand in the coup, although Washington continues to deny
it. Whatever the exact role of President George W. Bush's administration, it is widely assumed in
Europe and Latin America that it was extensive, and it has damaged US credibility as a supporter of
democracy.
Gary Younge, columnist for The Guardian of London, wrote, "When the coup crumbled, Chavez
emerged not to warm support but a stern warning from Bush that he 'hoped Chavez had learned
his lesson.' The lesson is clear, if double-edged. America supports democracy when democracy
supports America.... The sticking point is not whether citizens of all nations have the right to choose
their leaders, but whether leaders, freely elected or not, of any nation have the right to choose a
course which runs against whatever the US perceives its interests to be at a given moment."
On April 24, The New York Times reported that, in the past year, the US, through the National
Endowment for Democracy (NED), a nonprofit agency created and financed by Congress, channeled
hundreds of thousands of dollars in grants to US and Venezuelan groups opposed to Chavez,
including the Confederacion de Trabajadores de Venezuela (CTV), which led the protests in April.
As tensions increased in Venezuela, the NED stepped up its assistance, quadrupling its budget for
Venezuela to more than US$877,000.
Wayne Madsen, a former US Navy intelligence officer, claimed on April 28 that the US had been
considering a coup since last June. Madsen told The Guardian that US military attaches had been
in touch with members of the Venezuelan military to examine the possibility of a coup. He said
he understood that the Navy, which was in the area for operations unconnected to the coup, had
assisted with communications support to the Venezuelan military as the coup played out, focusing
on jamming communications to and from the diplomatic missions in Caracas belonging to Cuba,
Libya, Iran, and Iraq. The administration has insisted that it had no role in nor prior knowledge of
the planned coup.
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"Let me now say, categorically, the US did not participate in, inspire, encourage, foment, wink at,
nod at, close its eyes to, or in any way leave the impression that it would support a coup of any
kind in Venezuela," said deputy assistant secretary for Western Hemisphere affairs Lino Gutierrez.
Secretary of State Colin Powell joined in the denials on April 21. "I know of no basis for a report
that we were trying to get [Chavez] out," said Powell on ABC's This Week program. "We support
democracy, we support the community of democracy that exists in our hemisphere."
The Pentagon has ordered a review of its actions during the aborted coup. A Defense Department
official said that the Pentagon has no evidence of US involvement, but a review was ordered
to ensure that no US officers were encouraging or supporting a coup on their own. On April
30, Notimex reported that the visitor register (registro de guardia) at Venezuelan army general
headquarters confirmed that two US military officers were there during the coup. The report
contradicts denials in Washington and at the US Embassy in Caracas.
Newsweek reported that the Senate Foreign Relations Committee plans to look into what role Bush
officials may have played in the aborted coup. Newsweek wrote that among those suspected of
financing the plot is Gustavo Cisneros, the Venezuelan media tycoon who is a fishing companion
of former President George H.W. Bush. Cisneros has denied any role. The Cisneros Group owns
Venevision, one of Venezuela's main networks, and is part owner of the local Direct TV franchise,
Caracol Television, and the US Spanish-language network Univision.
Otto Reich, Bush appointee as assistant secretary of state for Western Hemisphere affairs,
acknowledged he had spoken with Cisneros "two or three times" during the coup, but he said
he was only using Cisneros as a source of information. "We had absolutely nothing to do with
this," Reich told Newsweek. Yet, somehow the coup makers got a different idea. "The signals were
obviously mixed at best," said Bill Spencer, director of the Washington Office on Latin America
(WOLA). "And you don't send mixed signals to people who are talking about overthrowing a
democratically elected government and then embrace them when they do it."
Criticism is directed at Bush's Latin American team. Washington Post columnist Mary McGrory
wrote, "The Bush White House insists it had nothing to do with the whole affair, which some
considered almost inevitable in view of the recent appointment of Otto Reich to be the State
Department's leader on Latin America. Reich is an anti-Castro zealot, and this intrigue on the
anniversary of the Bay of Pigs offered a peerless opportunity to get even." The Guardian reporter
Duncan Campbell, referring to the coup attempt as "Bush's Bay of Piglets," also lays the blame
on "the people Bush has brought back into government from the Reagan-Bush Senior years,
some of whom were convicted of illegal activities in the Iran-Contra scandal." They include Reich,
John Negroponte, now US ambassador to the UN, Rogelio Pardo-Maurer at the Pentagon, and
Elliott Abrams, senior director of the National Security Council for democracy, human rights, and
international operations.
Abrams was convicted in 1991 of lying to Congress, but was pardoned by Bush senior. Two of the
Venezuelan military who supported the coup, Gens. Efrain Vasquez and Eddie Ramirez Poveda, are
graduates of the US Army School of the Americas (now called the Western Hemisphere Institute
for Security Cooperation) at Fort Benning, Georgia. While many analysts blame the Cold War and
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the anti-Castro mentality of many Bush appointees, others say what drives the Bush policy is oil.
"It would have been a significant change in oil politics and Middle Eastern politics if Chavez had
been removed," said Fareed Mohamedi, chief economist of Petroleum Finance, which advises
governments and oil companies.

-- End --
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